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This book is the first attempt to connect the reflections of historians 
working on different geographical areas and on various aspects of rice as a 
scientific issue, with the aim of opening a new field of comparative 
scholarship. In this way, as Francesca Bray writes in the introduction, this 
book is a challenge, “a first step toward a history of rice and its place in the 
rise of capitalism from a global and comparative perspective”. Actually 
most of the readers knowing one or two parts of this history cannot but be 
interested by this opening towards other aspects of rice culture in different 
regions and periods. Knowing a little about the history of rice in China, I 
was deeply interested in all the contributions about other contexts, and was 
particularly fascinated by the role attributed to African slaves in the 
introduction of rice fields in southeastern states of the United States and, 
consequently, the controversy about “Black Rice” and “White Rice” 
(Chapters 12 and 13).  
The various chapters are organised within three main parts, “Purity and 
Promiscuity”, “Environmental Matters and Power”, and “Control”, which 
makes their coherence. Here are the details of the chapter titles, that will 
give the reader a glimpse of the diversity presented in the book: 
After an introduction “Global Networks and New Histories of Rice” 
(pp. 37-40) by Francesca Bray, Part I begins with 1. “Global Visions vs Local 
Complexity: Experts Wrestle with the Problem of Development” (41-55) by 
Jonathan Harwood; then, 2. “Rice, Sugar and Livestock in Java, 1820-1940: 
Geertz’s Agricultural Involution 50 Years On” (56-83) by Peter Boomgard 
and Pieter M. Kroonenberg; 3. “A Desire to Eat Well: Rice and the Market 
in Eighteenth-Century China” (84-98) by Sui-Wai Cheung; 4. “Rice and 
Maritime Modernity: The Modern Chinese State and the South China Sea 
Rice Trade” (99-117) by Seung-Joon Lee; 5. “Promiscuous Transmission and 
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Encapsulated Knowledge: A Material-Semiotic Approach to Modern Rice 
in the Mekong Delta” (118-137) by David Biggs; 6. “Red and White Rice in 
the Vicinity of Sierra Leone: Linked Histories of Slavery, Emancipation, 
and Seed Selection” (138-162) by Bruce L. Mouser, Edwin Nuijten, Florent 
Okry, and Paul Richards. In Part II, we read, after an introduction by Edda 
L. Fields-Black (163-166), 7. “Rice and Rice Farmers in the Upper Guinea 
Coast and Environmental History” (167-188) by the same author; 8. 
“Reserving Water: Environmental and Technological Relationships with 
Colonial South Carolina Inland Rice” (189-211) by Hayden R. Smith; 9. 
“Asian Rice in Africa: Plant Genetics and Crop History” (212-228) by Erik 
Gilbert; 10. “When Jola Granaries Were Full” (229-244) by Olga L. Linares; 
11. “Of Health and Harvests: Seasonal Mortality and Commercial Rice 
Cultivation in the Punjab and Bengal Regions of South Asia” (245-274) by 
Lauren Minsky. Part III: “Introduction” (275-278), by Peter A. Coclanis; 12. 
“The Cultural Meaning of Work: The ‘Black Rice’ Debate” (279-290) by 
Walter Hawthorne; 13. “White Rice: The Midwestern Origins of the 
Modern Rice Industry in the United States” (291-317) by Peter A. Coclanis; 
14. “Rice and the Path of Economic Development in Japan” (318-334) by 
Penelope Francks; 15. “Commodities and Anti-Commodities Rice in 
Sumatra 1915-1925” (335-354) by Haro Maat. There are forty pages of a rich 
general bibliography, and a very useful index. 
In this kind of multi-facetted publications where most of the readers are 
going to learn a lot about new subjects, it seems to me very important not 
to “teach” facts which are not adequate, even small details as I have read 
concerning China. The author of Chapter 3, in the text and in a specific 
footnote (41, p. 98) gives the transcription shi for the character 石 used for a 
unit of measure. Actually, in this case, it is not pronounced shí (which 
means “stone”) but dàn, as written in the Xinhua zidian 新华字典.1 Again, if 
rice is and was obviously very important in China, the statement that “Rice 
cultivation represented the foundation of Chinese agriculture from the 
beginning of the Chinese civilization” (p. 99), in Seung-Joon Lee’s contribu-
tion, should be nuanced; whereas it may be true for the South, the author of 
the paper seems to forget that the basic grains (gu 穀) in the northern parts 
of China, where China’s most ancient complex cultures arose, were millets 
(Setaria and Panicum), barley and wheat; rice was not even part of grain 
production in this area. 
If books of this kind are difficult to review for someone who is not a 
strong polymath, my opinion as a simple reader is very positive: reading 
this book opens the way to many new discoveries. The common point 
between these papers dealing with different regions of the world and 
different periods of time, is rice production and commercialization within 
                                                            
1 Xinhua zidian, p. 79. 
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local vs. global conditions, environmental, economic and historical. I am 
sure that it will definitely incite many to go further within this broad 
context.  
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